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Cites listing our strong support. We 
hope others will come on board as 
well.”
Providing it attracts suffi cient 
support, Monaco will table its 
resolution by 17 October for the Cites 
meeting in Doha, Qatar, in March. 
A ban — requiring a two-thirds 
majority — would take effect 90 days 
later, ending the annual summer 
bluefi n hunt. “Banning international 
trade in the imperilled Atlantic and 
Mediterranean bluefi n tuna is the only 
possible course of action — this is our 
last chance to save this over-exploited 
species,” said Heike Vesper, fi sheries 
offi cer at WWF Germany.
 “It’s fantastic the UK is taking such 
a strong stance on bluefi n by backing 
the listing on Cites,” says William 
MacKenzie, Greenpeace’s ocean 
campaigner. “Bluefi n tuna are the blue 
whales of our time, and have been 
relentlessly over-exploited for far 
too long.”
“Bluefi n tuna are the blue 
whales of our time, and have 
been relentlessly over-exploited 
for far too long.”
“This iconic species has long 
disappeared from UK waters and 
we need to ensure the same does 
not happen in the Mediterranean,” 
says Sally Bailey, marine programme 
manager at WWF.
Many consumers, in Western 
countries at least, are also becoming 
increasingly concerned about the 
unsustainable exploitation of fi sh 
stocks. While many supermarkets are 
now committed to selling fi sh that has 
been endorsed as sustainable by an 
outside agency such as the Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC), many 
restaurants have been slower to react.
The Japanese fi sh restaurant 
chain Nobu has come under attack 
for continuing to serve bluefi n tuna. 
Britain’s fi sheries minister has joined 
a number of British activists, writers, 
actors and artists in boycotting the 
restaurant. Nobu has now added 
symbols advising diners in London 
that the fi sh is ‘environmentally 
challenged’ and asking diners to 
request an alternative. But it has so 
far resisted pressure to stop selling 
the fi sh.
Raymond Blanc, owner of the 
Michelin-starred restaurant Le Manoir 
aux Quat’Saisons, near Oxford, 
announced last month that it would 
stop serving endangered species of 
fi sh and only offer seafood endorsed 
by the MSC. It is the fi rst restaurant of 
this rank to announce such a policy. 
Blanc called for other restaurateurs to 
follow his lead, adding: “By supporting 
MSC, I am ensuring that, as a chef, 
I am helping to ensure that fi sh stocks 
will be replenished for generations 
to come.”
And one recent success story 
is that of the California black cod 
fi shery, which has undergone a 
radical environmental overhaul. Much 
of California’s fi shing industry had 
for decades been unprofi table or 
only marginally profi table, so banks 
had been unwilling to lend money 
to fi shermen and the handling and 
processing companies. In 2005, the 
Environment Defense Fund (EDF) 
worked with the Nature Conservancy 
on a fi shing vessel and permit buyout 
that protected over three million 
acres of valuable ocean habitat, and 
a group of fi shermen in Morro Bay, 
central California, switched from 
trawling to using more selective and 
environmentally friendly gear types, 
including traps and hook-and-line. 
And earlier this year, the EDF 
launched the California Fisheries 
Fund (CFF), a $5 million loan program 
to further build the state’s fi shing 
communities and develop eco-friendly 
fi shing. One of the results of all these 
efforts is that fi shing quotas for black 
cod have nearly quadrupled for this 
year — rising to three million pounds 
in the fi shing regions surrounding 
Morro Bay — due to the abundance 
and health of the stock.
Many conservationists in Europe will 
be hoping that a trade ban in bluefi n 
tuna will provide the jolt to save the 
species and, if so, a radical rethink on 
how it might be managed sustainably 
in the future. What if we could harvest the solar 
energy beaming down on the Earth’s 
deserts and transport it to the cities 
in not so sunny latitudes, where most 
of the energy demand is located? 
The idea is an old one, and various 
solutions have been proposed, 
including the production and transport 
of solar hydrogen.
Now, however, a major cooperation 
between a dozen companies from 
the energy, technology, and fi nance 
sectors has given a boost to a very 
different kind of approach. Under 
the concept developed by the 
international foundation Desertec 
(www.desertec.org), concentrating 
solar-thermal power plants (CSP 
plants) are to produce electricity by 
bundling sunlight with large mirrors 
and using it to generate steam, which 
would drive steam turbines and 
generators. Electricity generated in 
the Sahara, for instance, could be 
transported to Europe with a new, 
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Both these key technologies are 
relatively simple and already in use 
on a smaller scale. The foundation 
has given preference to CSP plants 
over photovoltaics, because they 
are cheaper to build and can store 
heat reserves to provide power at 
night or on cloudy days. As an extra 
benefi t, surplus energy could also 
be used to provide drinking water by 
desalination. HVDC grids were chosen 
because the losses can be limited 
to 3 per cent per 1,000 km, making 
transport from North Africa to Europe 
a realistic perspective. 
In July, 12 companies, including 
major energy providers, solar 
technology specialists, and 
banks, signed a memorandum of 
understanding at Munich, in order to 
start turning the Desertec concept 
into reality and to set up the Desertec 
Industrial Initiative (DII).  The fi rst goal 
of the initiative is to draw up concrete 
business plans and fi nance initiatives 
for pilot projects. 
The Desertec foundation expects 
that a lot of general awareness-raising 
and political change is still needed to 
get the project going. It states that in 
many places “the commercial playing 
fi eld is tilted against renewable 
resources like CSP and wind 
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of energy are still receiving overt and 
hidden subsidies and because the 
world’s atmosphere is still being used 
as a free dumping ground for carbon 
dioxide.” 
The foundation calls on politicians 
to change this situation and cites the 
successful feed-in tariffs introduced 
in Germany and Spain as an example 
of how political measures can support 
renewable energies rather than block 
them. In Germany, the introduction 
of FITs in April 2000 has led to a 
substantial boom in photovoltaic solar 
panels on private houses (Curr. Biol. 
17, R616–R617). With suitable political 
changes, the foundation estimates 
that the EU target of 20 per cent 
renewables by 2020 could even be 
met ahead of time. 
To demonstrate the feasibility of the 
100 GW European supergrid, which 
is the ultimate target, the companies 
that joined the DII want to establish 
a pilot project at the scale of 1 GW. 
One idea that is being investigated is to establish a combined CSP and 
drinking water plant on Egyptian 
territory for the benefi t of people in 
the Gaza strip, with the hope that 
such a provision might also defuse the 
political situation in the area.
A level of political understanding 
between the European, North African, 
and Middle Eastern countries involved 
is certainly a key requirement for the 
success of the venture. Desertec 
foundation points out that the 
potential for blackmail is lower than 
in the trade with crude oil. The key 
difference is that the failure to sell 
solar energy would translate to 
fi nancial loss to the provider, as the 
solar energy cannot be stored in large 
amounts the way one could just hold 
back crude oil to sell at a later time.  
One could consider larger countries 
like the US, China, and Australia lucky 
in that they have both sunny deserts 
and the high-tech, energy-hungry cities 
under the same administration. What 
remains limiting, however, is the public 
awareness and political support. In April, US Vice President Joe 
Biden unveiled a $4 billion plan to 
build a new “smart” electrical grid. 
“We need an upgraded electrical 
grid to take full advantage of the vast 
renewable resources in this country — 
to take the wind from the midwest and 
the sun from the southwest and power 
areas across the country,” Biden said. 
“By investing in updating the grid now, 
we will lower utility bills for American 
families and businesses, lessen our 
dependence on foreign oil and create 
good jobs that will drive our economic 
recovery.”
Given that the US power grid was 
in urgent need of an overhaul anyway, 
as power blackouts in recent years 
demonstrated, this part should be 
a relatively easy sell. Whether the 
US can go further and commit to 
a revolutionary concept like the 
Desertec plan remains to be seen. 
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